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The ongoing controversy about the social, economic and environmental costs and benefits of
building large dams is a sub-set of the even larger debate about how we should move to a
sustainable  world.  A  central  part  of  this  debate  has  been  the  discourse  about  the
development of ‘the risk society’,  one in which policy makers believe they can reliably
predict future problems and manage them. The term ‘risk society’ was popularized by Ulrich
Beck in the 1980s. He described the ethos of the state – thinking of governments in western
Europe and North America –  as animated with confidence that humans could conquer
nature  in  all  its  manifestations  and deal  with  future  hazards  by  continually  assessing
potential  risk and planning to deal with them. He did not suggest that they would be
successful but diagnosed this as the underlying ideology of what is sometimes called the
‘modern’ state.
A good example of the risk society in action is the climate change debate. In the 1980s and
1990s,  through a  response that  fits  with  Beck’s  analysis,  you can see  a  world  where
governments saw a problem and through arrangements such as the Kyoto Accords started a
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process to deal with it. Given the confidence and optimism of the Rio Earth Summit in 1992
and the Kyoto Protocol negotiations in 1997 it must have seemed a reasonable prediction
that we were heading for a highly planned future. But that international effort has since
unravelled in spectacular failure and we are now, according to a recent publication of the
World Bank, heading at great speed towards a plus 4C degree with little serious effort to
avoid our fate even though we know what it will be. A similar trajectory can be charted for
the large dams debate. As with the climate change issue there was a diagnosis of a massive
challenge – the negative consequences of a technology that has provided immense material
benefits to very large numbers of people – and an attempt to deal with the problem through
planning, most notably through enforcement of the recommendations that are the core of
the World Commission on Dams report published in 2000. As with the Kyoto Accords that
project has also proved abortive. Arguably in both cases, climate change and large dams,
there  have  been  significant  advances  on  previous  practices  and  a  reduction  of  some
negative impacts, but not in the planned systematic fashion that would be characteristic of a
‘risk society’.
For the international public the Three Gorges dam in China was the construction project
that highlighted the controversy surrounding large dams. The Three Gorges Dam generates
vast amounts of electricity and is supposed to provide large scale flood protection and much
improved navigation for southern China. It is also linked to the even larger south-to-north
transfer project which is meant to reduce water stress in the Yellow River basin. To achieve
improved water security for both north and south China both projects are causing the
displacement of large numbers of people and massive environmental impacts. It was its
determination to build projects on this scale which caused the Chinese government to pull
out of the World Commission on Dams project in the late 1990s.
The saga surrounding the World Commission on Dams report brought together the opposing
forces and their arguments in a way that lends itself to an interesting analysis of the key
stakeholders and their approaches. The report had its origins in the debate that intensified
in the 1990s around projects such as the dams proposed for the Narmada River in India.
Construction of these dams was repeatedly delayed by court action on behalf of the people
who were going to be displaced. The anti-dam struggle in India was backed by an intensive
international campaign by NGOs. Eventually the World Bank pulled out and funded an
independent body, the World Commission on Dams, which was tasked to consult widely and
develop guidelines that would take comprehensive account of social  and environmental
concerns  to  guide  future  investment  in  large  dams.  The  NGO  community  engaged
enthusiastically with the project but the hydropower industry less so. Soon after the project
commenced a number of  countries with major dam building programs pulled out.  The
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resulting report was widely regarded as a triumph for the critics of large dams but was
largely ignored by countries and organisations actively investing in and commissioning
them, including the World Bank. Big dam proponents such as the International Hydropower
Association subsequently developed their own codes of dam building practice but these have
been criticised as too weak and only voluntary. The issue of compliance with the World
Commissions’  recommendations  has  been  one  of  the  main  points  of  conflict  in  the
international debate ever since.
Looking at the controversy surrounding the report neither side emerges in a particularly
favourable light. The anti-dam NGOs were successful in capturing the consultation and
report development process in ways that appear very excluding of supporters of big dams
and they took little account of the very real benefits that well-built dams provide. On the
other hand the pro-dam proponents seem to have continued on, despite the report, building
dams with fairly minimal acknowledgement of the immense social and environmental costs
highlighted by the anti-dam group.
Since their losses in the policy battles that followed publication of the report, however, the
critics  of  big  dams have continued to  develop arguments  for  alternatives  on both the
demand and supply side of the water security equation. Reducing demand and therefore the
need  for  extra  dams  –  through  greater  water  use  efficiency  and  cooperation  through
international markets and regional integration to provide food and energy alternatives at
lower cost than is possible within a national self-sufficiency framework – has been one
approach. At the same time they have investigated alternatives such as run-of-river power
generation. On the other side big dam builders have had to work harder to justify their
projects and seem to have increased their efforts to improve re-settlement processes. The
degree of substantial improvement is hard to assess, however, and some of the dams being
proposed are larger and potentially even more disruptive than those that have caused such
controversy in the past.
As suggested at the beginning of this essay the debate about large dams contains within it
many of the same elements that make the overall discourse about how to move to a more
sustainable society so intractable. Given the centrality of water, and the food and energy
that it makes possible, to economic growth it is hard to see ways to ease the pressure to
build more dams and satisfy ever increasing demand without a change to the economic
paradigm. Although water may be a renewable resource (if managed well) most of the best
sites for dams are already taken and in many cases the dams built in the past are in decline
in terms of their usefulness. In this sort of situation it is common to point to increasing
efficiency as the process that will satisfy all demands but that does not seem to be sufficient.
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